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Romancing Reconciliation: The Secret Life of Indigenous Sexuality on 
Australian Television Drama 
Andrew King 
 
This article examines the representation of Indigenous sexuality on Australian 
television drama since the 1970s, suggesting the political importance of such 
representations.  In 1976 Justine Saunders became the first regular Indigenous 
character on an Australian television drama series, as the hairdresser Rhonda 
Jackson in Number 96.  She was presented as sexually attractive, but this was 
expressed through a rape scene after a party.  Twenty five years later, Deborah 
Mailman starred in The Secret Life of Us, as Kelly, who is also presented as 
sexually attractive.  But her character can be seen in many romantic 
relationships.  The article explores changing representations that moved us 
from Number 96 to The Secret Life of Us, via The Flying Doctors and 
Heartland.  It suggests that in representations of intimate and loving 
relationships on screen it has only recently become possible to see hopeful 
models for interaction between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. 
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Introduction 
 
In 1976, Australian primetime television produced its first avowedly sexy Aboriginal 
character when Aboriginal actress Justine Saunders played Rhonda Jackson, in the long 
running serial Number 96 (Cash Harmon for Channel Ten). Rhonda, a hairdresser, is 
‘welcomed’ into the Number 96 community when Dudley, a hairy-chested, medallion-
wearing playboy, falls in love with her. Dudley throws a cocktail party and invites Rhonda as 
his guest. Wearing a body-hugging, backless dress, Rhonda glides across the room serving 
guests cocktails and nibblies. The camera centres on her ample cleavage during conversation 
scenes deliberately drawing attention to Rhonda’s attractiveness, and foregrounding the 
dramatic events that follow. When the party finishes Rhonda remains alone, left to clear away 
the plates and glasses. The camera frames her actions through the slats on the window – a 
voyeur looking-in point-of-view shot. She moves out of the frame unaware she is being 
watched; a long shot of the garden shows a human shadow moving across the door. Rhonda 
hears the sound of feet scuffling outside, but as she rushes to the door it is too late. A close-
up captures her screaming; a plate smashes to the floor. A masked male figure forces himself 
onto Rhonda, violently pushing her down on the counter.  She struggles as the attacker rips 
off her dress – her breasts are central again, but this time they become visible. Rhonda is 
raped. If we can even call it ‘sex scene’ this is the first involving an Aboriginal character in 
the history of Australian television drama. 
In 2001 a different kind of sexual relationship involving an Aboriginal character took 
place in the television series The Secret Life of Us (Southern Star for Channel Ten). Deborah 
Mailman plays Kelly (Kel), a real estate agent who moves into an inner city flat with a group 
of other young urban professionals. As a central character for the entire four series, 
Mailman’s Kelly became the most popular female Aboriginal character in an Australian 
commercial drama. Kelly is introduced into the series when her new flatmates, Alex and 
Evan throw a housewarming party. In a more generic sense, her centrality is guaranteed when 
she becomes involved in the first romantic narrative. Kelly leaves her housewarming early 
after an obnoxious ex-boyfriend suddenly arrives, but whilst outside she meets Joseph, a 
young man tinkering with his vintage ‘MG’ sports car. They talk and arrange a date. During 
the date – a meal at the pub – Kelly’s voice-over expresses concern about Joseph, and his 
petty insistence on splitting the bill down to the nearest cent. He takes Kelly home that night, 
and things appear ominous when he leans in for a kiss. She turns her head, instead 
anticipating a kiss on the cheek. In a final close-up they both reposition, but awkwardly bump 
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noses. Apologetically they talk over each other, and catch each other’s eyes. A bluesy piano 
score builds in the background, and their kissing begins.  The relationship becomes sexual in 
a later episode.  
Though Kelly’s romance with Joseph is short-lived, what is significant is that it does 
not entail her – like many previous romantic storylines involving Aboriginal characters – 
leaving the series. Being seen as sexy – either engaging in, being pursued or pursuing sex and 
romance – often entails characters being central to their soap operatic communities. But these 
fictional populations have traditionally depicted relations between white characters only. 
From the earliest portrayals in Number 96, through to later serials like The Flying Doctors 
(1986, Crawfords for Channel Nine), Home and Away (1993, Channel Seven) and 
Neighbours (1994, Grundy for Channel Ten) Aboriginal characters were rarely allowed space 
for their own romantic or sexual storylines.  However, towards the end of the 1990s, and as 
storylines with Aboriginal characters focused less exclusively on the issue of ‘race’, some 
serials have explored Aboriginality in a more everyday context, using sexuality as integral to 
those roles.  These changes have been influenced by an increasing acceptance of Aboriginal 
culture in Australian society, underpinned by the politics of multiculturalism and 
reconciliation. Also important have been shifts in Australian soap production within a 
globalising market, International funding and distribution have enabled more flexible 
representations of Indigenous ordinariness to be screened to white Australian audiences.  
 
Aboriginal Ordinariness  
 
Few academic sources discuss representations of Aboriginality within mainstream Australian 
media. A handful of useful texts do exist, yet within these key sources sexuality is not a 
primary concern.
1
 Where indigenous sexuality is addressed, overwhelmingly it is as a form of 
exploitation.
2
 Such writing ties into a broader field of literature which negatively interprets 
mainstream ‘Aboriginal’ texts –  identified as films rather than television programs – as 
‘racist’.
3
 As I have argued elsewhere, representations of Aboriginality in Australian films are 
different from other generic representations, and until recently sexual expression was strongly 
associated with fatality, or quite literally death – an antithetical element in the flow and 
continuity of mediated ordinariness.
4
 This article seeks to outline a continuing history of 
Aboriginal presence within the drama and in particular soap opera genres, arguing that if we 
look at such ordinary, banal, and everyday media we find representations of Aboriginal 
sexiness that contribute to Aboriginal people being portrayed as more everyday citizens.   
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It is important to identify previous work which acknowledges the soap opera genre as 
a unique site of Indigenous popular representation. One of the few academic sources to 
discuss Indigenous representation in soap opera is Jakubowicz et al.’s influential 1994 study 
Racism, Ethnicity and the Media.
5
 The authors claim that some ‘positive and creative images’ 
of Indigenous characters exist, citing A Country Practice, Prisoner, and E Street as examples. 
What is missing in the critique, however, is the textual evidence from individual programs.
6
 
The authors suggest that ‘ordinary’ representations can challenge news media and advertising 
‘stereotypes’, such as the ‘Aboriginal as victim, as [the] romantic savage, [and] the 
expression of a real Australia’.
7
 They claim that recent representations have become more 
‘self-conscious’, though leave open the question as to which representations these might be, 
or what they may look like. Aboriginality and soap opera is understood in relation to 
representations from journalism, specifically news reports of the 1988 Bicentennial which, 
for the first time, was seen to allow for a more extensive coverage of ‘Aboriginal concerns’.
8
 
They suggest that ‘Aboriginal concerns’ are expressed differently in different generic forms, 
and thus communicate different ideas and aspirations about Australia and its ‘imagined 
community’. However, without engaged empirical research into the soap genre, it is difficult 
to understand how, and in what form, ‘Aboriginal concerns’ take shape in the soap and drama 
traditions. 
The work of Alan McKee is helpful in understanding how Aboriginal ordinariness is 
managed within the television soap opera genre. His article ‘Marking the liminal’ analyses 
the placement of Aboriginal characters in Australian soap operas up to the early 1990s.
9
 From 
the days of Bellbird (1967-1977, ABC) through to Neighbours (1986-, Ten) and A Country 
Practice (1981-1993, Seven), McKee shows how Aboriginal characters have generically 
specific relationships to their soap communities. In its textual engagement McKee explicitly 
avoids reducing performances to the function of an ideology such as ‘racism’ or 
‘assimilation’. This does not mean that we should read Indigenous characters as 
unproblematic. McKee observes that even as Aboriginal characters become central in soaps, 
they seldom survive long-term within the community – and hence are not given accreditation 
in opening title sequences, or allowed involvement in romance narratives, for instance.  A 
contributing factor in their exclusion, according to McKee, is the deployment of 
Aboriginality towards singular ‘issues’-based episodes. In these narratives Aboriginal 
characters are ‘outsiders’, and become bearers of issues such as ‘racism’ or ‘assimilation’, 
disrupting assumed community values when their Aboriginality is presented as the explicit 
focus.
10
 McKee stresses that such stories are not in and of themselves limited to simply 
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showing instances of victimisation; Aboriginal-identified traits may surface in one episode – 
such as being able to find edible ‘bush tucker’ – whilst in others they may be relegated to the 
background or rendered inconsequential. A predominance of one-off ‘issue’ storylines might 
suggest reasons why Aboriginality is seen as a limiting attribute for actors in the industry. But 
as a generic feature, it also designates how often characters represent little else but the ‘issue’ 
of their Aboriginality. 
The case studies examined in this article draw upon McKee’s central argument that 
characters are allowed entry into the soap community, but their Aboriginality marks them as 
conditional, left to traverse the ‘liminal’ racial boundaries of the soap community. In 
romantic narratives, the characterisation of Aboriginality as an issue inevitably diminishes the 
prospect of developing loving forms of interaction.  However, since the late 1990s there have 
been significant changes to representations of Indigenous characters. Such a shift has entailed 
a diminution of ‘issues’- themed narratives, allowing characters to function as ordinary, and 
thus romantically eligible members of their soap communities. 
 
Romancing ‘Racism’ in the 1970s 
 
According to Albert Moran, the ‘soap opera’ is characterised as ‘a continuous open 
narrative’, and in its Australian version focuses on ‘personal relationships, very often inside a 
family [or its surrogate form]’.
11
 In contrast to the action series, soaps concern themselves 
with a range of different characters at a given time within the community. Character 
narratives and interactions are driven by a sense of ‘liberal pluralism’; tolerance of others, 
leading to the maintenance of social harmony is central to this shared endeavour.  Number 96 
first aired in 1972 and through its life of 5 years became Australia’s first long running soap 
opera.
12
 This was a time when Australia’s social and racial pluralism was finding its voice in 
an official policy of multiculturalism.
13
 The program’s multiculturalism is evident in the 
number of non-Anglo characters. Liberal attitudes towards sex and censorship enabled 
exploration of storylines involving, gay, lesbian and bi-sexual characters. For the first time 
these characters were produced for mainstream domestic consumption. Tensions were to 
emerge, however, in the representation of Australia’s first sexy Indigenous soap character – 
Rhonda Jackson.  
 5 
Rhonda attracts the interest of customers at the salon where she works. Co-worker 
Jaja comments that  ‘I guess it’s novel to them – having a lubra cut their hair’ bringing the 
issue of racism to the fore. Jaja’s remarks make it clear that Aboriginality raises another 
preoccupation of 1970s Australia: with the first sexy Aboriginal character in an Australian 
soap, the issue of ‘racism’ becomes important. 
Compared with today’s soap dialogues Jaja’s racialised language is forthright, 
illustrating that Rhonda’s good looks do not guarantee her automatic acceptance from peers. 
Interracial difference is not an unusual source of interpersonal conflict within soaps, but the 
treatment of Rhonda in other contexts marks her as an exceptional – rather than an ordinary – 
character due to her Aboriginality. For instance, when Dudley merely frowns with 
disapproval at Jaja calling Rhonda a ‘lubra’ and, at other times, when her ‘abo’ and ‘boong’ 
remarks receive sullen silences from Arnie, a main character (Jaja) is permitted to be ‘racist’. 
In subsequent soap narratives racist characters are permitted, though they are usually 
‘outsiders’, or ‘insiders’ reformed by the wisdom of others from the community. Later in the 
series, after Jaja tells Rhonda she wants her to leave because ‘we just don’t want any boongs 
in the place’, Dudley provides the only voice of conciliation – ‘Silly sausage!  How could 
anyone of our generation be so narrow-minded?’ Dudley does not speak these words in 
protest to Jaja herself, and there is no outrage or even frustration in Dudley’s tone. Rhonda’s 
response, that ‘Jaja’s just a simple country girl’, gives her racism an identifiable cause, yet 
similarly offers no outright objection to the remark. 
The issue of ‘race’ follows Rhonda and her romantic involvements with two of the 
program’s leading male characters, Dudley and Arnold. During her affair with Dudley, 
Rhonda admits to Arnold that she faked a relationship with Dudley to get closer to him, but 
Arnold, who looks uncomfortable and avoids telling her why, coyly refuses her foxy 
advances. After being threatened with eviction by the racist Jaja, Rhonda does not find 
another love interest but rather drifts out of the series several episodes later. The rape scene is 
not directly related to her demise, but it was clear from her treatment that Aboriginality as an 
issue made her return unlikely.  Subsequently no other indigenous characters are included in 
the show again. 
 Number 96 was situated in an era of Australian television production dominated by 
low budget local content, primarily designed for domestic consumption, The theme of 
‘racism’ in the genre is understandable at this time given the introduction of the Racial 
Discrimination Act, in 1976 and so Number 96’s multicultural cast was a step forward in 
presenting Australian social diversity. In many cases the content was experimental and 
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daring, but as far as Indigenous representation went, Number 96 clearly struggled to break out 
of the rigid conservatism of the previous decade.  Similarly, the program’s liberal attitude 
towards sex did not extend to Saunders’ Rhonda Jackson who, as Australia’s first sexy 
Indigenous soap character, could not be seen as ordinary, let alone equal in her sexual 
relationships. In the early 1980s Aboriginal characters also appeared in other soap narratives 
focused on racism, preventing them from being seen as ordinary, let alone sexy within the 
soap community.
15
 
 
‘I’ll Never Get a Suntan as Good as Yours’ – Black-and-Not-So-Beautiful in 1980s and 
Early 1990s Australian Soaps 
 
The Flying Doctors offers a significant development in the representation of Aboriginal 
ordinariness within the soap genre, but still resists the ordinary presentation of romance. 
From the opening episode of the first series in 1986 Kylie Belling’s Sharon is central in the 
Coopers Crossing community, a small outback town home to the show’s cast of Royal Flying 
Doctor’s medical personnel. The series was produced in the mid-1980s, a time when 
commercial interest in Australian television series was first being realised on an international 
scale. The first episodes were released in mini-series format, and the narrative continued in 
serial format once overseas sales were secured. The lavish helicopter panorama shots are 
testament to the saleability of the outback landscape, and a perceived interest in Indigenous 
Australia from overseas viewers also ensured a number of Indigenous-related story lines. The 
introduction of Sharon, as an ordinary Indigenous character, marked a significant 
development in soap representations of ordinariness in this sense.  However, such an 
achievement was overshadowed by the character’s conflicted relationship status, which 
contributed to her departure from the series.    
Sharon is a receptionist and works part-time in the local pub, which is owned by her 
white adoptive parents. Her romance narrative is initially portrayed positively, but after 
several episodes it is clear that her Aboriginality is problematic. From the second episode 
onwards (‘Trial by Gossip’), when she reads an advice column on ‘how to get a guy’, Sharon 
is primed for romance. The thrum of a V8 engine can be heard outside, and Dave her new 
man arrives on cue.  Sharon rushes to the window, and the two are immediately introduced. 
That night they flirt together at Sharon’s father’s pub, where Dave decides to rent a room. 
Their ‘romance’ runs into trouble in the fourth episode (‘Dreams of Sand’) when Vic (Maurie 
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Fields), Sharon’s father, evicts Dave from his room, suspicious of the developing 
relationship. After an argument about the situation, Sharon and Dave decide to keep the 
relationship ‘outside of work hours’.  Despite all the signs of romance and explosive passion 
that may have ensued, Sharon and Dave neither hold hands, hug or kiss; their affection for 
each other remains visually absent. 
The racial reasons behind the failed romance are disclosed much later in the series. As 
with Number 96 a decade earlier, the ‘issue’ of Aboriginality prevents the audience from 
seeing the relationship develop any further. When Sharon decides to leave Cooper’s Crossing 
to pursue a career as a social worker in the city, the audience discovers that the issue of ‘race’ 
is a central motivation. Just before she leaves, Sharon and Dave have their most intimate 
moment, sharing a romantic picnic beside the river.   They discuss the problems of their 
relationship, and a concern for ‘Black pride’ enters the conversation. Dave muses: ‘I’ve just 
realised something. . . no matter how hard I try I’ll never get a suntan as good as yours’. 
Sharon replies that she’d rather keep her Black skin than ‘peel it off’, and Dave shrugs a 
dismissive ‘Black pride!’ He complains: ‘easy [it is] for you to prey on us whitey’s sense of 
guilt’. This serious issue is diffused with humour, when Sharon says she’ll end up being 
‘trapped between Black and white’.  ‘You’ll just have to paint yourself grey’ Dave jibes. He 
playfully smacks her on the hip and she chases him out of the shot. This is their most intimate 
‘soul searching’ moment together, and the issue of Sharon’s ‘race’ gets in the way.   
Comedy is often used this way in drama narratives to deal with difficult social issues, 
and here it serves to deflect attention away from Sharon’s Aboriginality. The humour 
provides a way of acknowledging their racial differences, though these differences provide 
the basis for not showing the relationship in its generic entirety – with the kiss. As McKee 
has pointed out, the relationship remains ‘textually ambivalent […] involving many of the 
signifiers of romance, but insistently denying that romance is involved’.
16
 The joke reinforces 
the interracial taboo of an Indigenous/non-Indigenous romance, drawing attention to the 
relationship as a source of conflict by not allowing any further ongoing development. 
Although the relationship is publicly acknowledged, the comedic exchange reveals a more 
adolescent form of relationship than a generically ordinary romance between two adults. 
According to Belling a kiss between Sharon and Dave was originally scripted, and 
even performed for the episode. Belling claims
17
 that many (Black and white) audiences 
appreciated seeing her role in Flying Doctors, but suggests the kiss was just ‘too 
controversial’ for the network to screen: 
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They were building up, all through the series, the supposed relationship between me 
and the pilot, and it actually ends with a kiss. Anyway, it’s a few months after and 
everyone loves it, and it’s in the can. And all of a sudden I got this phone call, and I 
had to go back and re-shoot a scene from that show.  And what they did, they didn’t 
even shoot the whole scene. We had to line up in front of a Polaroid, and re-film it 
without the kiss. I kind of suspected that the real reason was that they couldn’t have a 
Black-white kiss like that on television.
18
 
Belling goes on to suggest that there existed an underlying tension between the writers and 
producers of the show, with the producers finally deciding to disregard the original scripted 
kiss. The network seemed unwilling to transgress a long standing domestic historical taboo, 
by presenting the first Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal romantic kiss. Of course there have been 
many documented romances between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people throughout 
Australian history, but the predominant mode of representing Indigenous/white relationships 
has been that of surreptitious violence – much like the rape scene depicted in Number 96 and, 
perhaps most famously of all, in The Chant of Jimmy Blacksmith (1970).  In fact, Saunders’ 
earlier performance in the television drama series Essington (1974, ABC), a historical 
account of the colonisation of Australia, also involved her character being raped. The Flying 
Doctors offered a different kind of Indigenous/non-Indigenous relationship through the 
romance, but the program was ultimately unwilling to consecrate that relationship in the 
conventional televisual way. During the socially conservative 1980s, it would appear that the 
producers of the Flying Doctors were more concerned with their image and reputation within 
Australia, rather than with contesting the nation’s popular cultural history of Aboriginal 
representation. 
 
‘It’s all part of our plan … to breed you mob out’ – Heartland’s first romantic kiss 
 
Though The Flying Doctors was the first soap to depict an Indigenous/non-Indigenous 
romance, it was not until almost a decade later that narratives portrayed such relationships as 
ordinary, showing ongoing enactments of physical intimacy. In 1994 – for the first time in 
Australian television history – an Aboriginal man could be seen kissing a non-Aboriginal 
woman. The program was the 12-part ABC mini-series Heartland, and the actors were Cate 
Blanchett and Ernie Dingo. The program was sold with limited success to overseas 
audiences.  
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 Heartland became a breakthrough moment in the history of dramatic narratives of 
Aboriginal romance on Australian television, indicative of a new political era of 
reconciliation.  Their kissing became interesting not only because it demonstrated that 
Aboriginal people could be seen as sexually desiring and desirable but, as it did so, endorsed 
a very personal engagement between Aboriginal and white Australia. In the series Ernie 
Dingo plays the character of Vincent who meets Beth (Cate Blanchett), a young white urban 
professional from Sydney, when he relocates from a remote Aboriginal community to 
continue his career in the police force. The romance begins at Brooklyn Waters, a small 
northern New South Wales coastal town, when Beth arrives with plans to renovate a house 
bequeathed from her recently deceased grandfather. After visiting the house, which is located 
near the Aboriginal ‘mission’ on the outskirts of the town, Beth discovers she has Aboriginal 
relatives living nearby, the result of her grandfather’s fraternising many years ago. Her 
connection to the community becomes more skewed when she meets Vincent who, as the 
only Indigenous face in the local police force, is forced to advocate for the community over 
the wrongful arrest of a teenager from the mission. As an interracial couple, stuck between 
the two racially polarised communities, the success of Vincent and Beth’s relationship 
becomes allegorical of the reconciliation process.   
Vincent and Beth’s relationship is charged with a broader reconciliatory significance 
at different points throughout the series, but to say that Heartland deals with Aboriginality as 
a single issue is to underestimate the narrative’s overall complexity. Loving affection is not 
immediately apparent between the two, but takes several episodes to develop. When Beth 
travels with Vincent to his home town, she feels estranged from Vincent’s family. Beth 
doesn’t know where she stands in relation to Vincent’s feelings – whether she is a girlfriend, 
or simply his friend. Different family members interpret their relationship differently, and 
Vincent always tells them the answer – in his native tongue, that is. Vincent’s nickname for 
Beth is ‘Jubby’, which he claims means ‘lizard’ in his language – ‘like in Elizabeth, just a 
friendly name’. Beth is not sure what to make of the term, but pursues her feelings and 
awkwardly attempts to understand Vincent’s troubled relationship to his tribe. Her desire to 
fit in with Vincent’s family, and likewise Vincent with Beth’s, illustrates a careful 
negotiation between cultures, but one which eventually promises success through dialogue 
and commitment to each other. 
Beth’s commitment to Vincent – and white culture’s acceptance of Aboriginal law 
and justice – moves towards reconciliation at the end of the series, before the couple kiss. The 
kiss occurs after a heartfelt discussion about leaving Brooklyn Waters, when the conversation 
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turns to the subject of Vincent and Beth’s living together, and more optimistically even 
marriage. They embrace, and after tenderly kissing Beth, Vincent asks ‘how do you feel 
about kids?’ Beth beams a smile at Vincent’s eagerness. He cheekily goes on to explain, ‘its 
all part of the plan. . . to breed you mob out.’ They kiss again and intertwine through a more 
lasting hug. The camera circles them once, then dramatically pans-out to a crane-orchestrated 
panorama of the New South Wales hinterland they overlook. Didgeridoo music sounds, and 
is followed by scrolling titles and the accompanying theme music. The narrative closure 
suggests a moment where the macro- and micro-political are manifestly interrelated. In 
reconciliatory terms, the scene suggests a personal coming-together of Black and white 
Australia which, if successful, at least enables a speaking of the nation’s past, and its racially 
exclusionary treatment of Indigenous bodies, and families. Injustices of assimilation are 
addressed in the exchange, but the kiss also offers a decidedly Aboriginal-centered resolution 
to the relationship – the creation of a new Aboriginal marriage, family/tribe. 
The central romance narrative in Heartland provides a way of presenting 
reconciliation to white audiences in personal terms. The depiction of Indigenous masculinity 
in the relationship challenges past assumptions about power relations between communities, 
and the patriarchal gendering of those relations in Australian history.
19
 As the prospect of an 
Indigenous family is seen to be desirable, so too the commitment to social justice and a 
proper recognition of Indigenous histories becomes a more everyday concern. A positive 
future of co-existence and co-operation is offered at the end of the series. But as a mini-
series, with a finite narrative, this future is implied rather than depicted. This Australian 
television genre also has a long history of dealing with narratives symbolic of ‘national’ 
development, and in this context the relationship is metaphoric of the country’s future social 
relations. The future of the romance exists strictly outside of the program, where everyday 
forms of interracial kinship are possible. Despite this, Heartland remains an important 
program for showing an Aboriginal romance, complete with real depictions of sexualised 
affection, such as kissing and hugging. 
 
‘Do a Couple of Push-ups, Have a Shower, Slap on Some Aftershave and Wait for the 
Time of Your Life’ – Sexy Aboriginal Men of the late 1990s 
 
Despite the representational significance of Heartland, depictions of ordinary romances with 
Indigenous characters remained illusive within soaps and other more commercially successful 
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dramas throughout the decade. In the late 1990s, however, mainstream productions began to 
change with the internationally co-funded series Breakers. Co-produced by an independent 
Australian company (Screentime) and the UK record company (Chrysalis), Breakers was 
intended chiefly for a European market.
20
 But Breakers also screened on Australian television 
from 1998 as an alternative to Neighbours and Home and Away. International funding gave it  
a greater degree of independence in terms of its casting and content.  
Breakers is set at Sydney’s Bondi region, centring around an old beach front building 
called ‘The Breaker’, which houses all the main locations – a café, the local newspaper 
office, a modelling school as well as a youth drop-in centre. The beach location 
understandably contributed to the overseas market appeal of the show, but Harvey May 
suggests that Breakers differed from its predecessors Neighbours and Home and Away by 
showing that ‘Australia is not necessarily about having, or hoping for, a family life with a 
home and backyard’.
21
 Breakers integrated its Aboriginal content within the ‘ongoing’ 
everydayness more characteristic of the soap format. The series was popular among its 
domestic audience, and importantly exposed Australian viewers to the first long term, sexy 
Indigenous character – Reuben (Heath Bergersen) – who is permitted to have relationships, 
break-ups and romance, in the full generic sense. 
The Breakers community is populated with young urban people, and the series often 
concerns itself with ‘issues’ arising from a mix of cultural and sexually diverse characters; 
homelessness and drug abuse; relationships and self-esteem. But to view the program strictly 
for its issues-based storylines is to misjudge its novel representation of ‘the everyday’ within 
the genre. In sustaining a central role for the show’s two-year lifespan, it should not be 
surprising that Reuben develops a number of personal relationships, some even culminating 
in romance. Brooke, a visiting casting agent at the Breakers modelling agency, falls in love 
with Reuben just before she leaves for a job in New York. In their stolen romance, Reuben’s 
Aboriginality is not problematised. Neither is it redundant or insignificant in expressions of 
love but, on the contrary, Aboriginality figures as another facet of Reuben’s character. In the 
first scene where their mutual feelings are first acknowledged, Brooke tells Reuben she 
doesn’t want to cause him heartbreak. ‘You’ve given me everything’, Reuben replies. A 
counter-shot captures Brooke’s joy, as she closes her eyes and leans in for the kiss. There is 
nothing generically unusually about the presentation of this relationship, or their kissing. In 
the next scene Rueben’s Aboriginality plays a more evident role. He takes Brooke to the cliff 
tops at Bondi, where they speak of being at peace beside the waves. Rueben describes how he 
grew much wiser finding himself homeless after coming to Bondi, and meeting his biological 
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parents. After two intervening storylines, the romance narrative resumes with the sound of 
the didgeridoo and a shot of the waves below the cliff top; the camera pans slowly upwards, 
across the cliff face, and follows the didgeridoo upwards towards Reuben, playing. The shot 
fades to a close-up of him, which fades into a counter of Brooke, smiling. It is a very sexy 
Reuben, wooing his white girlfriend with a phallic didgeridoo. 
In this instance, Aboriginality as an issue becomes secondary to the character’s own 
emotional development, which happens to be related to his Aboriginality. Bergersen 
describes Reuben and Brooke’s kissing as ‘quite modern, quite groundbreaking’.  He goes on 
to suggest what being seen as sexy and Aboriginal on television means for Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people more generally: 
It’s going to change things for the better. But it may get people to think about us in a 
different way, in a different light. With a lot of scruffy Aboriginal people I know, 
there’s still a fair bit of racism there, being called ‘boongs’, ‘dirty Aboriginals’, that 
sort of thing. When you’re all clean cut, and toned and everything, like a football 
player, that’s definitely a good thing if we had more of that.
23
 
The importance of drama in changing mainstream attitudes, and particularly soap productions 
for their presentation of daily narrative continuity, lies in their ability to engage with an 
everyday, ordinary sense of Australian life. Bergersen’s comments reveal how being seen as 
sexy, and romantically involved, might entail a greater level of acceptance amongst white 
people, but a degree of respect rarely granted elsewhere in mainstream society. 
Aside from soap operas, developments in serial dramas have also enabled more 
rounded, romantically active Indigenous characters. Much like Breakers, these productions 
were conceived and produced with the assistance of overseas investment, but they 
nevertheless still maintained enormous domestic appeal. Amongst others, programs have 
included The Secret Life of Us, Wildside (1997-99) and Water Rats (1999). Wildside, for 
instance, featured Aaron Pedersen as Vince Cellini, an Aboriginal doctor at a police medical 
centre who has a relationship with colleague Kate Holebeck (Abi Tucker); later in the series 
he has a threesome with two white women. In the high budget action series Water Rats 
Pedersen plays detective Michael Reilly, again a central character, who is frequently courted 
by female characters.  Water Rats ceased production in 2001 due to escalating costs, though 
at its height reached an estimated global audience of a 150 million, and an impressive 2.5 
million locally. 
These programs indicate that investors and networks during the late 1990s were 
gradually becoming more confident in producing dramas with diverse themes and characters. 
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Breakers aided the transition, and suggested that Australians were comfortable and at ease 
with romantic depictions of Aboriginality.  Independent and co-funded productions initially 
tested the water, operating with significantly less fear of network interference.
24
 The mid-to-
late 1990s, then, marked a turning point in Indigenous soap and drama representation, with 
the creation of the first rounded, long term Indigenous characters, seen as both ordinary and 
romantically active in their soap and drama communities. 
 
‘Love’s not About Our Similarities, It’s About Our Differences’ – The Secret Life, 
Deborah Mailman and Kelly’s Theory of Relationships 
 
In 2001 the development of rounded mainstream Indigenous soap characters took another 
step forward with the production of The Secret Life of Us, and Deborah Mailman’s (figure 5) 
Kelly. Co-funded by Australia’s Channel Ten and Britain’s Channel Four, the program 
screened in both countries, but it was more popular amongst domestic viewers, lasting three 
and a half series.  Kelly is a central character throughout the entire four series of the program, 
and like Pedersen and Bergersen’s roles, Mailman’s Kelly is not seen to perform her 
Aboriginality through ‘issues’ driven storylines, though her Aboriginality is still a significant 
feature in the program. Similar to the earlier Number 96, and the more recent serials Melrose 
Place (US) and This Life (UK), Secret Life is set in an apartment block, based in inner city 
Melbourne. It features culturally and sexually diverse characters, and does not shy away from 
screening gay and lesbian sex scenes. Secret Life is certainly not as issues driven as Breakers, 
but it chooses to explore particular themes, rather than issues, through individual characters, 
who provide voice-over insights into the drama. From the movie-length opening episodes, 
Kelly’s character is associated with the theme of relationships. Unlike Pedersen and 
Bergersen’s characters, whose relationships with non-Indigenous partners are fleeting, 
Kelly’s obsession with relationships sees her pursue several long-term romances, each 
progressing through a number of episodes. Similar to Reuben in Breakers, Kelly’s 
Aboriginality is explored only occasionally through the series, but unlike Kylie Belling’s 
Sharon and Justine Saunders’ Rhonda, her Aboriginality is not seen to hinder relationships or 
shape who she chooses to have sex with. She is ordinary in every generic sense of the soap 
format. 
Kelly’s Aboriginality does become important in the episode ‘Have a Little Faith’ 
when she considers converting to Judaism to please her boyfriend’s mother.  Evan suggests 
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‘you must be the first Aborigine in the history of the world to become Jewish’.  In an attempt 
to convince herself that the conversion is the right thing to do, Kelly responds: 
You know there are a lot of similarities between Aboriginal and Jewish culture … 
both are ancient cultures, both have a strong connection to the land, a history of 
displacement, and the tradition of oral story-telling. 
The seriousness of Kelly’s analogy is immediately mocked, when her voice-over continues, ‘I 
love the internet… you can become an expert overnight, in any field.  ‘Clickedy, click and 
hello brainiac!’ Kelly discusses her Aboriginality with Evan, but her own thoughts are more 
central to our understanding of the action. Kelly’s voice-over makes Aboriginality 
momentarily central, not as an issue, but rather as an ordinary part of her character. 
Part of Mailman’s sex appeal outside of Secret Life, which is promoted across a 
variety of sources besides just television texts, draws upon knowledge of her Aboriginality. 
The idea of celebrity, in this instance, shows that sexiness in the media is also an attribute of 
personality. A 2003 issue of HQ (Highly Quotable) magazine, for instance, had an image of 
her on the cover with the caption reading ‘You Beauty!’  The article covers familiar ground 
of the celebrity interview, which is revisited in more detail through an appearance on the late 
night chat show Enough Rope (ABC).  Among other things she proudly talks of her father’s 
fame as a rodeo rider in Mt Isa, succeeding at school and university despite her shyness, and 
landing a part in Secret Life. In a number of different places Mailman talks of her 
Aboriginality, and how Secret Life has helped change traditional representations of 
Aboriginal people in the media.
25
 In one instance Mailman states: ‘It’s nice to finally have an 
Aboriginal person on screen that isn’t a victim of domestic violence or all those sort of issues 
that affect our community’.
26
 
In surveying the Australian mediasphere over the past thirty years, the most obvious 
difference between Deborah Mailman and her predecessors, Kylie Belling and Justine 
Saunders, is that Mailman’s image is much more self-authorised. Outside of Secret Life 
Mailman is encouraged to talk about her roles, her portrayal in the media, and her 
Aboriginality. For her role in Secret Life, Mailman won the Silver AFI award in 2002 for 
‘Most Outstanding Actress in a Drama Series’. The generous publicity such awards generate 
for actors cannot be substituted for publicity generated from appearing as a guest actor, or 
given ‘tokenistic’ roles for Aboriginal-themed episodes. In that respect, it doesn’t appear 
exceptional or exploitative when Kelly finally finds a nice boyfriend, has explosive sex with 
him for two episodes, then wises-up to his selfishness and throws all of his clothes out onto 
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the street.  And when she does find the ‘perfect’ boyfriend, her philosophising is equally 
unexceptional, but nevertheless insightful: 
And I realised then that love’s not about our similarities, it’s about our differences.  
We all need stimulating, something to push against.  We all need someone to remind 
us we’re unique. 
Within the everyday, Mailman’s character deals with sex – as most characters in soap 
and drama narratives do – through relationships. As an Aboriginal character, her sexual 
relationships do not simply involve the single issue of ‘domestic violence’, but the rather 
unspectacular quest of finding the right man. Heath Bergersen and Aaron Pedersen’s careers 
have shown how romances between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal characters in Australian 
dramas are possible. Their profiles – as sexy actors – have also demonstrated the desirability 
of intimate Aboriginal partnerships for non-Aboriginal audiences. But Mailman’s Kelly 
offers more – she is an Indigenous woman who is involved in many ongoing romances.  Her 
centrality in the series – as a character who narrates the program – offers a particular 
Indigenous perspective on these relationships. She is not raped or sexually abused. On the 
contrary, her desires are fully depicted through dialogue, kisses, hugs, the occasional sex 
scene and, more importantly, her own thoughts.  
 
Reconciling Ordinariness 
 
The success of the program illustrates how far dramatic television representations of 
Aboriginality have changed in the past twenty years. Building upon the inroads of its 
predecessors Breakers and Water Rats, the success of Secret Life reveals an industry and 
audience more involved with mediated forms of Indigenous ordinariness, which has helped to 
expose and establish a social context in which Aboriginality is made more desirable and 
attractive to white audiences for the first time.  In the broader public sphere, such elements of 
desirability are also registered through actors’ off-screen performances, interviews and 
appearances, as celebrities.
27
 These images and narratives build a sense of familiarity around 
Indigenous personalities, serving to bridge the chasmic gap – in a symbolic, cultural, legal 
and, more importantly, emotional sense – that has historically separated white and Indigenous 
communities. 
The reasons for these changes in representation are complex, but shifts in industry 
funding within an increasingly globalised television market has resulted in a greater 
willingness for Australian productions to explore what were previously seen as risky 
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storylines. Not only is the demand for more rounded Indigenous characters evident in 
overseas markets, but in Australia too – which has developed a keenness for more ordinary 
forms of Indigeneity. Though such changes in popular representation have been slow and 
sporadic, it is important to note that they have their origins in a decade when the 
‘reconciliation’ movement first entered public discourse.
28
 These developments stand in stark 
contrast to a domestic political environment over the past ten years, where Indigeneity under 
the former Howard government was understood in terms of crisis, requiring white 
intervention and the abnegation of historical accountability. Under these circumstances, the 
formal process lagged behind the few cultural developments outlined in this paper. Soap and 
drama narratives are important for showing how intimate Indigenous relationships are 
possible and, when they become desirable, demonstrate the ability to change the nation’s 
most personal sense of itself. 
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